PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS are the most critical for children's social and emotional development and wellbeing. While parent-child relationship support programs are well documented, there are none designed for educators' use within early education and care settings. To inform development of an educator program, an understanding of educators' everyday practices, their role in supporting parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development was sought. Educators reported the importance of parentchild relationships, yet were hesitant to engage with parents. Educators' knowledge was primarily implicit-drawing on observations and practical experiences to build their knowledge of relationships and social and emotional development-which contributed to reluctance in sharing their knowledge with parents. Educators requested theoretical, evidence-based approaches to build further knowledge and inform everyday practices in supporting parent-child relationships. These findings are critical to the development of an educator-led parent-child relationship program for use within education and care settings.
Introduction
The relationships that children form in their early years contribute significantly to their ongoing social and emotional development, and of these relationships, the parent-child relationship is the most vital and influential (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Yates, 2011) . Supporting parent-child relationships and their interactions is critical for children's wellbeing and leads to adaptive developmental outcomes for children (Mortensen & Mastergeorge, 2014) . A range of support to promote parent-child relationships through parenting programs is well documented, however, there are no early childhood education and care (ECEC) interventions or programs designed for use by educators to support parent-child relationships (O'Connor et al., 2016) . Despite preschool children spending significant amounts of time with early childhood educators, our understanding of their practices to support parent-child relationships is limited. Therefore, the focus of this paper is to understand educators' everyday practices and their knowledge of parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development. Gaining this understanding will influence the development of interventions and programs, targeting gaps in educators' knowledge and practices in order to design relevant, relatable and sustainable professional learning programs, which support educators' everyday practices and promote parent-child relationships.
Educator relationships and partnering with families
Educators working within ECEC settings have the capacity to establish long-term, stable relationships with children who are in their care for extended periods of time, and can be key figures in children's relationships within ECEC settings (Huston, Bobbitt & Bentley, 2015) . In addition to establishing relationships with children, educators are encouraged to build partnerships with parents using cooperative and collaborative approaches, focusing on relational factors (the quality and nature of relationships and interactions), which have been found to promote positive social and emotional outcomes for children (Fenech, 2013; Lang, Tolbert, Schoppe-Sullivan & Bonomi, 2016; Nitecki, 2015; Smith, Robbins, Stagman & Mathur, 2013) . Educators are supported in building strong relationships with both children and parents through the Australian Early Years Learning Framework (EYLF) and National Quality Standard (NQS) by engaging in practices designed to improve relational capacities with parents and children (ACECQA, 2012; DEEWR, 2009) . Despite recognising the importance of establishing strong partnerships with parents, many educators acknowledge that developing educator-parent relationships is challenging and complex (Ratcliff & Hunt, 2009) . Diverse family backgrounds and differences in ethnicities, cultures, socioeconomic levels, religions and languages contribute to educators' hesitation to interact meaningfully with some families (KlassenEndrizzi, 2004; Knight-McKenna & Hollingsworth, 2016) .
Strengths-based effective partnerships between educators and parents require knowledge, effort, skills, dispositions and time (Knight-McKenna & Hollingsworth, 2016) . A partnership model of ECEC services and educators working collaboratively and respectfully with parents is promoted and encouraged within the Australian context through the EYLF and NQS (ACECQA, 2012; DEEWR, 2009 ). This partnership model is underpinned by Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, recognising that children exist within the interconnections between broader levels of family, community and society; and acknowledges that families are vital in children's lives and should be supported and empowered to engage in making decisions for their child (Bronfenbrenner, 1992; Dunst & Trivette, 1996; Espe-Sherwindt, 2008) . Family-centred practice, as a model of partnership implemented within Victorian (Australia) ECEC settings, focuses on empowerment and building relationships between educators and parents that are based on mutual trust and respect (Rouse, 2012) . Assisting parents to be empowered is a critical element of family-centered practice. However, investigation of educators' engagement in family-centred practices suggests that: (i) educators also need to be empowered partners in the relationship, and (ii) educators' perception of control and confidence impacts relationships with families (Rouse, 2012) . Empowerment, within the context of familycentred practice, is recognised as the process of accessing knowledge, skills and resources, which influences capacity for decision-making and problem-solving (Singh, 1995; Turnbull & Turnbull, 2001 ).
Educators' knowledge and reflection
In Australia, educators build their professional knowledge of children's learning and development through exposure to multiple theoretical paradigms (e.g. cognitivist, behaviourist, humanistic, psychodynamic) during completion of early education training courses. Drawing on a range of theoretical perspectives informs educators' practices and enables them to reflect from a more informed perspective about their practices (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2014; Nolan & Raban, 2016) . However, as educators spend more time establishing everyday practices, they are less conscious of their theoretical learning, instead utilising practices they have found to work and discarding practices that have not been useful. Therefore, educator knowledge becomes more reliant on automatic practices (practices lacking in thinking and reflection) and their work may have weak or missing connections to theory (Nolan & Raban, 2016) . Reflective thought has been suggested as an opportunity for educators to gain deeper understanding of experiences and beliefs, and generate linkages between practices and theory (Pitsoe & Maila, 2012; Risko, Vukelich, & Roskos, 2002) . Encouraging educators to engage in reflective practices designed to elicit answers of where knowledge comes from, what influences knowledge and what experiences have shaped knowledge and practice may enable educators to re-acquaint themselves with theoretical perspectives and help them to understand the theoretical perspectives that underpin their everyday practices (Nolan & Raban, 2016) . Empowering educators by building their knowledge of parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development, through reflection, may be a catalyst for educators to feel more confident in sharing their knowledge and practices with parents and promote parent-child relationships.
In order to inform development of an ECEC intervention to promote parent-child relationships, an understanding of educators' knowledge and current practices is required. Therefore, the overall aim of this study was to explore educators' knowledge of and role in fostering parentchild relationships and children's social and emotional development. The following research questions were posed to address this aim:
1. What do educators know about parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development?
2. What is the educator's role in fostering parent-child relationships?
3. What support do educators require to foster and nurture parent-child relationships?
Research design and methods
A focus group methodology was utilised for the current study as it sought to elicit educators' perspectives of: (a) children's social and emotional development; (b) parent-child relationships; and (c) supporting and fostering parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development. This descriptive qualitative study used semi-structured questions within focus group settings to encourage and promote discussion between educators to explore their knowledge and everyday practices in supporting parent-child relationships. 
Participants
Focus group participants were recruited from a large early childhood education and care provider. Thirteen ELC directors attended an information session that introduced the topics of children's social and emotional development and parent-child relationships, and centres were invited to participate in future focus groups. Six centre directors nominated their service and also invited their educators to participate in the focus group sessions. The first author conducted ten focus groups at the educators' ELC, with two to three educators participating in each focus group session. One larger focus group was conducted with six educators; overall 28 educators participated. All educators provided demographic data (93% female; 50% aged between 26 and 40 years, 39% aged over 40 years and 11% aged between 18 and 25 years). The majority (82%) were educators holding a diploma or certificate qualification with more than seven years' experience working full time in long day care ECEC settings (see Table 1 ).
Analysis
The data was analysed in order to gain a contextual understanding of the educators' perspectives. Inductive thematic analysis was applied to the data as a means of identifying, analysing and reporting patterns from within the data; this methodology ensured that the themes were strongly linked to the data and not driven from a theoretical perspective (Braun & Clarke, 2006) . The research team used Braun and Clarke's (2006) five stages of inductive thematic analysis: (1) Becoming familiar with the data; (2) Generating initial codes; (3) Searching for themes; (4) Refining; and (5) Defining and naming themes. In order to provide an accurate account of educators' perspectives, the research team crosschecked the identified themes ensuring a consensus was reached. 
Findings
Findings are presented within the following themes:
(1) Educators' knowledge; (2) Influences on educators' knowledge; (3) Educators' role; and (4) Gaining knowledge.
Educators' knowledge
Educators readily shared their perceptions of children's social and emotional development and parent-child relationships. They identified the influences on children's development, social and emotional skills and strategies used to support children's social and emotional development. Family, educational and cultural environments were recognised as important settings where children could feel safe and supported through consistent approaches. A smaller number of educators showed a more advanced understanding of the influence of the parentchild relationships on children's social and emotional development, as described in their detailed accounts of children's behaviours and outcomes. These educators noted that children with poor parent-child relationships tended to be less socially and emotionally stable; the children were more likely to be outwardly emotional, upset, angry, violent, aggressive, destructive, less communicative and not as engaged in learning compared to children with positive parent-child relationships. An educator noted that if there is a poor bond, such as a lack of warmth and attention from the parent, then the child might seek emotional support from other caregivers. The following educator identified an 'unstable' parent-child relationship and the impact this had on the child's social and emotional skills: 
Influences on educators' knowledge
Educators discussed the many ways in which their knowledge of social and emotional development and parentchild relationships is influenced: (a) practice/experiential knowledge; (b) theoretical knowledge; and (c) self-knowledge.
a. Practice/experiential knowledge
This included observing and having conversations with parents and children, and was identified by the educators as one of the major influences on their knowledge. Educators reported spending time with children, watching the formation of friendships and interactions between children and between parent and child, and observing children's social and emotional behaviours. The majority of educators reported that they observed the parent-child interaction (discipline, warmth, responsiveness and tone) and relationship (attachment) when parents were dropping their children off and picking them up at the ELC. The following quote is representative of this within the data: This was recognised as an influence on educators' knowledge of positive parent-child relationships, particularly parenting practices. Some educators stated that they had children of their own and drew on their personal experience of raising their own families. Educators also commonly referred to intuitive knowledge, which they defined as just knowing or knowledge by instinct; beliefs that amount to knowledge based on intuitions or 'gut instinct' as shown in the following quotes by educators:
The social and emotional … you can just tell. You just know within your heart (Educator 13).
There is something ... there is an aura about; it's hard to put a finger on it (Educator 05).
In my mind, little alarm bells go off (Educator 05). b. Reluctance in supporting parent-child relationships Some educators indicated they were reluctant and did not feel comfortable being involved in supporting the parentchild relationship. They felt it was not part of their role because they were not qualified to support families in this area and didn't feel comfortable approaching parents. They also stated that they found it difficult to know when to get involved in the relationship and that their role is only to support parents up to a 'certain point'. The following educator quote highlights their hesitation in being involved: Building relationships with parents was identified as being important to then be able to have difficult conversations with them, because, if the relationship between the educator and parent is poor, delicate conversations (behavioural or developmental concerns) with them become more difficult. Educators reported language barriers between parents and educators, and the absence of parental contact as common challenges they faced on a daily basis.
Educators' role
Some educators nominated the variance in educators' knowledge and skills as challenging, as they found this influenced educators' ability to engage with parents. The following educator was eager to understand the level of her colleagues' knowledge and skills:
If I was able to get a broader understanding of what the educators have learnt and their skills-coming from different institutes, and us understanding what they know-finding ways to provide them with the strategies they need to support parents [would be easier] (Educator 08).
It was noted by a few educators that some parents are not aware of educators' level of knowledge and skills. They recognised that parents perceive educators as 'babysitters or carers' rather than professionals with specific skills to educate children and promote development.
Gaining knowledge
Educators recognised personal ongoing learning and the building of knowledge and skills as an important professional element required to support positive parentchild relationships and children's social and emotional development. Educators' discussions focused on describing their current knowledge and building future knowledge.
Current knowledge
Educators did not recall a focus on social and emotional development or parent-child relationship topics in their professional learning. A majority of educators stated that they had not previously participated in, or been given an opportunity to engage in, professional learning relating to children's social and emotional development or parentchild relationships. They also acknowledged they are not currently engaged in professional learning on these topics and they are not aware of ongoing professional learning sessions in these areas. A few educators had attended workshops on children's social and emotional development but found these to provide only basic information-they would have liked to have been provided with more theoretical content and advice on how their theoretical knowledge can be used to understand the impact of children's social and emotional development and relationships on children's outcomes.
Educators made suggestions regarding the methods they found best supported their ongoing learning relating to social and emotional development and parent-child relationships. Practical learning methods were the most popular format suggested by educators and included: role plays, practical examples and strategies, interactive centrebased activities, hands on, face-to-face and visual learning. One educator noted that follow-up and ongoing learning would be important in order to support best practice within ECEC settings. Many educators also discussed peer support learning. Support from peers was seen as an important strategy for educators to receive ongoing understanding and knowledge within their work context. A few educators recognised that having a strong, supportive mentor was useful for them to gain knowledge and build skills:
It's about good, important mentoring in our profession ... my mentor was able to have quality practices that I was able to role model along the way, and I think I've just taken that with me (Educator 07).
Many educators also discussed the importance of working together as a team with their colleagues, through peer support, mentoring, practical observations and sharing of information. Sharing theoretical, practical and familial knowledge between colleagues has been a successful strategy embraced by educators to support the work they do with parents and families.
Building future knowledge Most educators described being eager to learn more in order to best support parents, children, their relationship and development. Future professional learning on topics relating to children's social and emotional development and parent-child relationships was widely acknowledged as critical areas for educators to build further knowledge and skills. They were particularly interested in expanding their theoretical knowledge and being able to share this with parents. Future professional learning was seen as a constructive ongoing practice for building educator knowledge and skills. They readily discussed content to advance knowledge, developing skills and resources that could be available to build their knowledge.
Many educators spoke of the importance of partnering with parents and felt they would benefit from future professional learning that focused on building relationships with parents. One educator stated that building relationships is at the core of children's learning outcomes:
… if we are talking about relationships, then we have to be ready. If we took it back to the five basic Learning Outcomes

, not one of those is going to be able to occur if you don't have the base relationships (Educator 07).
Educators consistently spoke of their need to be supported when communicating with parents, particularly when addressing difficult situations and behaviours. Some educators suggested that information on how to approach parents would be useful, and is reflected in this quote:
… because some educators don't know how [to] start a conversation. They're really just scared, or just nervous (Educator 14).
Many educators suggested that they would like more detailed content and documentation on children's social and emotional development and parent-child relationships to share with parents. One educator suggested more information about the cause and effect of parent-child relationships and the impact on children's social and emotional development. A number of educators also suggested it was important for the content to be current and include evidence-based practices so they can share with parents the information that comes from theoretically-grounded empirical evidence rather than personal opinions, as highlighted by the following educator:
... they can actually see this is the research that has been done, this is current practice and what we know about relationships and development (Educator 04).
Across all focus groups, educators identified communication and confidence as the most critical interpersonal skills required by educators to support parent-child relationships. The ability to communicate effectively and build relationships with parents was seen as a vital part of an educator's role. Some educators linked having effective communication skills with increased confidence, as shown in this educator example: Collaborative skills, with both parents and peers were also highly considered by educators. Sharing of information between parents and educators, rather than judging and instructing, was seen as working more collaboratively for the benefit of everyone (parent, child and educator).
The findings from focus groups with ELC educators showed that educators had a robust awareness of the importance of children's social and emotional development and parent-child relationships. They were eager to share their perceptions and provided many examples of children's development and relationships they witnessed or experienced during their time as an educator. More importantly, they understood that relationships are critical to children's social and emotional development and that developing strong social and emotional skills during early childhood has a significant influence on all areas of development, health and wellbeing across the entire life course.
Educators acknowledged the importance of establishing quality relationships and interactions with parents, including developing partnerships and working collaboratively to enhance children's development and learning. They recognised that benefits for children occur more often when they engage in relational factors with parents (communication, support, understanding child rearing practices, attitudes and knowledge) compared to general parent involvement such as structured events (Mother's Day and Christmas activities). Educators recognised theoretical knowledge of children's social and emotional development and relationships was important, however, this source of knowledge was not readily utilised and many educators requested further exposure to theory and evidence-based practices to support their everyday practices with parents and children.
Discussion
Meaningful relationships between parents and educators have been linked to a stronger social and emotional development of children and are reportedly essential to support strong connections between home and ECEC environments and children's adaptive development (Halgunseth, Peterson, Stark & Moodie, 2009; Lang et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2013) .
Despite educators' willingness to engage in building relationships with parents, many were hesitant to support the parent-child relationship. Supporting parent-child relationships has been associated with improvements in children's behaviours and interactions between parent and child; parents report increased parenting, empathy and communication skills, parenting confidence and developmental expectations (O'Connor et al., 2016) . Parent-child relationships may benefit from educators sharing their knowledge of children's development and supportive parenting practices with parents.
Educator knowledge (theoretical, child development and parenting skills) has been found to be a fundamental requirement to engage with parents about the development of their child (Forry, Moodie, Simkin & Rothenberg, 2011) . Theoretical and developmental knowledge assists educators to think about their practice from a more informed perspective (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2014; Nolan & Raban, 2016) . As confirmed in these findings, educators' knowledge tends to be tacit or implicit; that is, drawing on personal experiences and exposure to practical experiences to build knowledge and influence practices (Krátká, 2015; Nolan & Raban, 2016) . Implicit knowledge consists of an understanding, intuition or 'knowing' learnt through repeated exposure to personal and context-specific experiences, observations and practices. Educators are influenced by cognitive, affective and evaluative elements (how they think, feel and analyse observations and practices) and draw on their implicit knowledge to engage in holistic practices, such as recognising and incorporating family values and practices of their children and families within the early learning setting (McGill, 2007; Sun, Mathews & Lane, 2007) .
Although, as implicit knowledge is unrecorded and based on experiences and observations, educators find verbalising implicit knowledge challenging, leading to educator knowledge and practices to be seen and felt but rarely described or communicated (Kingston, 2012; McGill, 2007) . Educators noted that sharing of knowledge and practices with parents to support parent-child relationships was not commonly practised and suggested this was influenced by low self-confidence and communication skills; highlighting the difficulty of verbalising their implicit knowledge directly with parents. Building knowledge with theoretical, evidence-based approaches was identified as a strategy to strengthen educators' capacity in sharing of information with parents.
The findings indicated that the educators' use of implicit knowledge to interpret parent-child relationships was strong as they provided numerous examples of parentchild interactions and were able to describe functional and dysfunctional relationships through narratives. Educators' implicit knowledge and understanding was most strongly influenced by their observations of parent-child interactions. Observations of interactions between parent and child and practical engagement with parents and children are critical elements required for developing educators' implicit knowledge (Sun et al., 2007) . Observational skills were highly utilised by educators: observed interactions, events and achievements were interpreted and consequently contributed to their understandings of children and parents. Despite nominating a lack of time to observe and interact with parents as a significant challenge, the majority of educators confidently provided many examples of functional and dysfunctional parent-child relationships indicating that they have considerable capacity to gauge the status of relationships contributing to their implicit knowledge.
Building on existing implicit knowledge through the reflection of beliefs, values and practices, sharing of narratives, integration of theories and interpreting the combination of implicit and explicit knowledge into practice may deepen educators' understanding and knowledge and provide them with resources they require to support parent-child relationships (Ohlsson, 2014; Shannon, Smith & Dana, 2016) . Research relating to educator learning indicates that educators' knowledge acquisition may benefit from integrating multiple sources of knowledge, such as existing knowledge, pre-service education, practical exposure to and understanding of their children and their families, and ongoing professional development (Pitsoe & Maila, 2012) . Educators are encouraged to engage in self-reflection practices in order to examine their beliefs and personal and professional values in order to gain deeper understandings of their interactions with children and families and their practices (Day, 1999; McGill, 2007; Nolan & Raban, 2016) .
Theoretical content and knowledge of current evidencebased practices relating to parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development were requested by many educators to further advance their understandings and build their confidence when engaging with parents. Building on implicit knowledge with explicit knowledge (definite and clear information) relating to theoretical concepts and current evidence may have a significant influence on the quality of care and education an educator provides, highlighting the importance of incorporating explicit knowledge, in addition to implicit knowledge, when engaging with both children and parents (Conkbayir & Pascal, 2014) . Hence, using implicit knowledge as a foundation to gain further knowledge, through the integration of theoretical approaches and concepts, may enable educators to develop the confidence and skills they require to nurture parent-child relationships.
Conclusion
This study contributes to the limited formal documentation of educators' knowledge of parent-child relationships and their role in supporting parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development. Educators recognised that parent-child relationships are important for children's social and emotional development and revealed a good understanding of children's social and emotional development by identifying the influences, skills and strategies to support children's development. The findings of this study indicate that the educators are well placed to support parent-child relationships. Practical experiences and observations of parents and children provide a strong foundation for educators to build further knowledge and support parent-child relationships. Engaging in self-reflective practices and integrating explicit knowledge (theoretical approaches and evidencebased practices) with existing implicit knowledge was recognised as an important element required to further build skills and knowledge. Empowering educators with knowledge, skills and resources may strengthen educators' confidence, communication skills and everyday practices to further foster and nurture parent-child relationships and consequently promote children's social and emotional development. These findings will critically inform the development of an ECEC intervention to be available to educators to promote parent-child relationships.
Endnotes
1 Five Learning Outcomes (DEEWR, 2009) Once the group has commenced, the researchers will introduce the study and PLS. They will talk through the PLS with everyone present and then ask a series of questions to check their understanding of the content of the PLS. These will include questions such as: 'what do we mean when we say, "voluntary"?'; 'when can you stop participating in this group discussion?'; etc. Any misunderstandings will then be clarified and everyone will be asked if they would like to continue. For those who agree to stay, the meeting will commence, as follows.
Questions will be specific to the kinds of experience educators have in family-centred practice and supporting parent-child relationships. We will aim for the questions to provide an opportunity for a wide range of issues to be identified while minimising the risk of disclosure of nontarget, sensitive information, and important target detail being lost amongst other less relevant concerns.
The approach to questioning will involve an introductory statement on each topic of discussion. This statement is designed to set the tone as empathic, warm, supportive, and open to ideas. More targeted questioning can be asked following this if needed.
The group discussions will follow the order of proceedings below:
Collective 
Introductory information
We are looking at how the ECEC sector can support educators to engage in family-centred practices and support parent-child relationships. When we talk about relationships we are referring to the interactions between educators, parents and children, focusing particularly on the quality of the emotional bond between parent and child. To do this we want to talk with you and find out what is important. We are interested in your knowledge of parent-child relationships and children's social and emotional development and your views on an educator's role in supporting these topics. We are also interested in finding out how any additional training or support could help you to work with families and how it could meet your needs.
To do this, we are going to ask you a series of questions that we will discuss as a group. As we've discussed already, the information you provide will be used to suggest ways we can support you better to work with families. Any reports about the results from the research will be in summary form and will not include any information that can identify you. 
Previous and current professional development
To make sure that anything we design fits within the system already in place, how do you currently complete professional development? 
